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Abstract 
Systematic program planning is an approach that facilitates continuous higher education improvements 
through evidence-based, data-driven decision-making that includes the program’s constituencies. Library 
and information science (LIS) education master’s degree programs are required by the American Library 
Association to demonstrate that their constituents are engaged throughout their ongoing, broad-based 
systematic planning processes. Minimal research exists on how programs engage their constituents in 
systematic planning and how responsive programs are to their constituents. This study examines how LIS 
programs engage an essential constituency, students. A content analysis of 15 accreditation self-study 
documents was conducted to understand what methods programs use to engage students, how 
frequently and consistently these methods are used, and what types of changes and improvements were 
implemented based on student engagement. This paper reports our preliminary findings, which will be 
useful to educational programs seeking to enhance their systematic planning processes and make their 
constituent engagement efforts more fruitful.  
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1 Introduction 
In this paper, we report the preliminary findings of a content analysis of 15 comprehensive self-study 
documents (called Program Presentations) that library and information science (LIS) master’s degree 
programs are required to produce as part of their cyclical accreditation reviews by the American Library 
Association’s (ALA) Committee on Accreditation (COA). First, we review the increased emphasis that the 
ALA’s Standards for Accreditation in Library and Information Studies (the Standards) place on constituent 
engagement in systematic planning. We then describe the methodology and procedure used to analyze 
the student engagement methods used and program changes initiated, at least in part, as a result of 
student engagement. Finally, we discuss our preliminary findings, which illustrate the breadth and depth 
of student engagement in the ongoing planning, assessment, development, and improvement of their 
programs. Although the focus of this study is on LIS programs, the methods and outcomes of student 
engagement will be of interest to cognate disciplines interested in systematically improving their 
education programs.   
2 Background 
Systematic program planning in higher education is an evidence-based, data-driven approach to program 
planning and decision-making that facilitates continuous educational program improvements. Systematic 
planning, as defined by the Standards, requires LIS programs to engage their constituents in assessing 
the program’s effectiveness and “use the results of their evaluations for broad-based, continuous program 
planning, assessment, development, and improvement” (ALA, 2008). Systematic planning was first 
introduced in the 1992 Standards; subsequent revisions in 2008 and 2015 strengthened and clarified the 
systematic planning obligations programs must meet as a condition of their accreditation status.  
While systematic planning has been embedded in the Standards for more than two decades, a 
number of LIS programs have struggled to demonstrate compliance with these requirements. Since fall 
2010, at least five programs have been judged as non-compliant with one or more components of the 
requirements, which has contributed to them receiving conditional accreditation and, in one instance, 
accreditation withdrawal. The 2015 Standards, coupled with the revised Accreditation Process, Policies, 
and Procedures Manual (AP3), 4th ed. (ALA, 2015), make it clear that programs need to provide 
evidence that their constituents are continuously engaged in all aspects of their systematic planning 
processes, and that this engagement informs concrete plans, tangible changes, and demonstrable 
improvements to the program. Students and faculty are of primary importance throughout the Standards 
and are to be engaged in the evaluation and development of the program and its curriculum, faculty, 
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students, administration, finances, and resources. The specific language varies between the sections of 
the Standards and is framed within the context of “applicable institutional policies,” but each section 
explicitly states that these two constituency groups should be meaningfully engaged.  
Continued accreditation compliance is important to many LIS programs, yet there are scant 
resources and research on how LIS programs develop and refine their systematic planning processes, 
engage their constituents in systematic planning, and provide compelling evidence of accreditation 
compliance. The COA maintains an online portal of resources programs may use to address the 
Standards, but the portal’s emphasis on outcomes assessment (a distinct yet integral component of 
systematic planning) and framing of these resources as pertinent only to LIS program administrators 
limits their usefulness. Minimal research or commentary has addressed the importance of outcomes 
assessment and systematic planning in relation to the Standards (Hernon & Schwartz, 2004, 2011; 
O'Connor & Mulvaney, 2013). The Association for Library and Information Science Education (ALISE) 
annual conferences are a natural venue for LIS educators, administrators, and accreditors to promote a 
collective understanding of systematic planning, constituent engagement, and accreditation compliance, 
yet few sessions and presentations explicitly reference these concepts, nor are the outcomes of the 
conferences consistently published or archived. The ALISE Statistical Reports do not capture data on 
what constituent engagement methods programs use (beyond curriculum committee composition, Tables 
III-36 and III-37), how programs approach systematic planning, and whether program changes and 
improvements are implemented due to constituent engagement (Albertson, Culbert, Snow, Spetka, & 
Hollenkamp, 2015).  
A number of published studies on LIS education incorporate assessment results gathered from 
one or more constituency groups - students, faculty, staff, alumni, employers, and others - using various 
engagement methods. Few studies have examined how students are engaged in changes and 
improvements to their own programs; none have attempted to examine this type of engagement beyond a 
single institution. For example, Applegate (2006) conducted a content analysis of selected chapters from 
15 Program Presentations to identify the various methods programs use to assess student learning 
outcomes. Course evaluations, current student surveys, and exit surveys were three of the five most 
common measures used, followed by student forums (including meetings, digital communication tools, 
and other unspecified forms of student “feedback” or “input”), and student focus groups or interviews. 
Although the study aimed to determine how the results produced by these methods were “utilized in 
program planning” (Applegate, 2006, p. 323), the findings did not address if or how programs did that. 
3 Problem Statement and Research Questions 
Student engagement in systematic planning provides education programs with valuable input to inform 
strategic decision-making, demonstrates compliance with accreditor requirements, and 
facilitates continuous program improvement. This content analysis of 15 Program Presentations 
examines how broadly adopted and regularly employed LIS student engagement methods are used 
and how students demonstrably influence program changes and improvements. The results of this study 
will aid education programs in developing comprehensive, systematic strategies to engage students in 
their systematic planning processes. 
This study addresses the following research questions: 
a) What methods are used to engage LIS students in program planning and assessment? 
b) Which of these methods are commonly used across LIS programs? 
c) How frequently and consistently employed are these commonly used methods? 
d) In what ways do LIS programs provide specific, demonstrable examples of engaging students in 
program changes and improvements? 
4 Methodology 
4.1 Scope 
Program Presentations were selected as the object of analysis because they are the most 
comprehensive, standardized, and publicly accessible data source available for multiple programs. 
Between Fall 2011 through Spring 2014, this study’s review period, the COA reviewed 28 institutions. 
Program Presentations were located through the ALA’s “Sample Program Presentations” web page and 
by reviewing each program’s website. Of the 22 institutions receiving initial or continued ALA 
accreditation within this period, 15 Program Presentations (68%) were located online and comprise this 
study’s data set. 
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4.2 Data Collection 
For this study, “student” is defined as a master’s student enrolled in an ALA-accredited degree 
program. Each Program Presentation paragraph that included the word “student” was reviewed, along 
with the preceding and subsequent paragraphs. Paragraphs and tables that contained evidence related to 
the research questions were collected to form each program’s sampling unit. Text that discussed vague 
concepts (e.g. “feedback,” “input,” or “stakeholders,”) but did not specifically include evidence related to 
the research questions was not included. Text that discussed accreditation-related activities or program 
changes and improvements that were planned but not yet implemented was also not included. Of the 
2,401 pages of Program Presentations collected, 332 pages of text form this study's sampling units.  
4.3 Category Development 
A coding scheme consisting of 17 coding categories for methods (including governance bodies) and six 
coding categories for changes and improvements was deductively derived from Lieutenant (2015) and the 
Standards. The scheme was inductively revised through constant comparison of all sampling units, 
review of AP3’s examples of evidence list, and discussion with the contributing author, resulting in 21 
coding categories for methods and eight coding categories for changes and improvements. We collected 
and analyzed frequency and consistency data, but have not developed formal categories for this data. 
Instead, our findings discuss frequency and consistency for the most commonly used methods. Due to 
the overlapping nature of the Standards (e.g. advising may be addressed in II.4, III.7, and/or IV.4-5), we 
created mutually exclusive categories and definitions for specific examples of changes and 
improvements. This data was coded based on its alignment with the coding scheme, not where these 
specific examples were discussed in the Program Presentation. Categories for governance bodies were 
not designed as mutually exclusive because programs use a variety of approaches to delegate their 
decision-making responsibilities. The coding scheme used in this study includes top-level categories and 
their associated coding categories, a definition of each code, and 1-3 examples for clarity, along with 
directions and inclusion/exclusion criteria to guide the coding of data as it aligns with the top-level 
categories. 
4.4 Data Coding and Analysis 
The lead author conducted the first full round of coding. Distinct paragraph(s) in each sampling unit 
served as coding units; the manifest content in each coding unit was examined and coded. After coding 
was completed, each sampling unit’s coding results were analyzed to produce the analysis units. By 
analyzing the latent relationships between distinct coding results, we ensured the manifest content 
included in each sampling unit was included in the final analysis unit. Each analysis unit includes: a 
description of each particular method or example of change, its appropriate coding category, and 
associated frequency or consistency data. The description included in each analysis unit differentiates 
between multiple uses of the same method by a single program, reflected in the findings as individual 
cases (e.g. the use of both formative and summative course evaluations would count as two cases for 
one method). The analysis units were then collected, enumerated, and analyzed to produce the 
preliminary findings. 
4.5 Establishing Reliability 
Coder training consisted of review and discussion of the coding scheme and illustrative examples from 
each of the researcher’s experiences with LIS program administration. For pilot testing, the lead author 
collected a subset of coding units (75 of 130; Mean 15, SD: 1.58) from five of the 15 sampling units for 
the contributing author to code and analyze. We selected Scott’s π to measure reliability; it is designed for 
studies with two coders, is considered a stronger test than percentage agreement, and avoids some of 
the issues associated with Cohen’s κ (Krippendorff, 2004). A pilot-test of inter-rater reliability coefficient 
Scott’s π was calculated using the online Reliability Calculator for 2 coders (ReCal2) resulted in 0.651 
agreement (Freelon, 2010). Discrepancies were resolved through iterative discussions after each subset 
was coded and analyzed by the contributing author. Of the 25 categories included in pilot-testing, three 
governance categories, five changes and improvements categories, and the meetings and digital 
communication tools categories accounted for the majority of disagreements. We will review the coding 
scheme, category descriptions, and examples prior to a second round of full coding and formal measure 
of inter-rater reliability. If the results of formal reliability testing are below an acceptable threshold, 
individual categories with the greatest disagreement may be combined or dropped from our final analysis. 
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5 Preliminary Findings 
5.1 Methods of Student Engagement 
Table 1 presents the methods used to engage students in program planning and assessment. For each 
method, we present the number of Program Presentations that used the method and the total number of 
cases. Program Presentations referenced a mean of 10.5 methods (SD: 2.53) and 16 cases (SD: 7.02) of 
LIS student engagement in program planning and assessment. Our definition of “commonly used” aligns 
with Applegate’s (2006) “most common measures used” threshold of eight Program Presentations. All 15 
Program Presentations used course evaluations (18 cases), surveys (56), and student representation in 
program governance (83 based on the coding scheme; 71 when controlling for governance bodies that 
were assigned more than one code) to engage students. 
Student Engagement Methods Program Presentations (n = 15) 
Cases  
(n = 240) 
Course Evaluations 15 18 
Governance: Curriculum 13 26 
Governance: Program-level 13 21 
Meetings, Forums, Town Halls, Retreats, and Planning Sessions 12 33 
Supplementary Faculty Evaluations 10 13 
Survey: Graduating and Exiting Students 10 13 
Topical Survey: Current Students 9 16 
Digital Communication Tools 8 14 
Survey: Prospective and New Students 8 10 
Governance: Student Affairs 7 12 
Focus Groups 7 10 
Comprehensive Survey: Current Students 6 6 
Topical Survey: Selected Students 5 11 
Governance: Resources and Facilities 5 7 
Governance: Faculty Affairs 5 6 
Required Assignments 5 5 
Governance: Student Advisory Groups 5 5 
Governance: Diversity Groups 4 4 
External Program Reviews 4 4 
Interviews 4 4 
Governance: Advisory Groups 2 2 
Table 1. Methods of Student Engagement in Program Planning and Assessment 
5.2 Frequency and Consistency of Commonly Used Student Engagement Methods 
Course evaluations were frequently and consistently used each term in all Program Presentations. Two 
Program Presentations discussed using two types of course evaluations (required formative and 
summative evaluations, and required quantitative University- and qualitative School-evaluations, 
respectively), and one Program Presentation referenced using weekly course evaluations for a revised 
core course. Students were represented on standing program-level governance bodies that met on a 
regular basis (15 cases) or ad-hoc bodies that met for a limited period of time based on their specified 
charge (6). Program-level governance bodies include entities with general oversight, administration, and 
formal decision-making power over broad aspects of the program, as well as entities with oversight of the 
program’s mission, goals, objectives, and program-level learning outcomes and evaluation methods. 
Students were represented on standing curriculum governance bodies that met on a regular basis (16 
cases), ad-hoc bodies that met for a limited period of time based on their specified charge (9), or were 
unspecified in nature (1). Meetings were used as standing engagements (18 cases), on an as-needed 
basis (10), or in an unspecified manner (5). Standing meetings were used three times per term (1 case), 
every term (7), twice annually (1), annually (5), or “regularly”/”frequently” (4). Meetings used on an as-
needed basis were scheduled as a series of two or more meetings (4 cases), one meeting (3), or in an 
unspecified manner (3). 
Supplementary faculty evaluations were used on an as-needed basis to evaluate prospective 
faculty candidates (7 cases), evaluate the program’s administrative head (3), grant achievement awards 
(2), and evaluate promotion and tenure packages (1). Exit surveys were frequently and consistently 
disseminated to graduating students every semester (5 cases), twice per year (1), annually (6), or 
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“regularly” (1). Current student surveys on specific topics were not as frequently and consistently used. 
These surveys, disseminated to all current students, were used every semester (2 cases), annually (2), 
periodically or “where appropriate” (3), once (6), or in an unspecified manner (3). New student surveys 
were also not frequently and consistently used. These surveys, disseminated to students at any point 
from application through the second semester of study, were used every term (2 cases), every incoming 
class (1), twice per year (2), annually (1), triennially (1), “periodically” (1), twice (1), or once (1). Digital 
communication tools (e.g. email, online discussion forums) were used consistently each term (5 cases), 
on an as-needed basis to solicit feedback on particular items of interest (4), or in an unspecified manner 
(5). 
5.3 Using Student Engagement to Implement Changes and Improvements 
Table 2 presents the number of specific examples of how LIS student engagement was used to 
implement program changes and improvements. For each category, we present the number of Program 
Presentations that provided a specific example and the total number of cases. Program Presentations 
referenced a mean of 9.4 specific cases (SD: 5.23) of how LIS student engagement in program planning 
and assessment was used to implement program changes and improvements. Curricula was most 
permeable to change, with 64 total cases at the program- (39 cases) and course-levels (25), followed by 
physical and digital resources and facilities (28), student affairs and services (24), and assessment and 
planning processes (18). Student engagement was infrequently used to implement changes and 
improvements to faculty affairs (4 cases) and program administration and financial affairs (3). No 
examples were provided for how student engagement was used to implement changes and 
improvements to any programs’ vision, mission, goals, objectives, or program-level student learning 
outcomes. 
Changes and Improvements 
Program 
Presentations 
(n = 15) 
Cases 
(n = 141) 
Curriculum; Program-level 11 39 
Curriculum; Course-level 11 25 
Student Affairs  11 24 
Physical and Digital Resources and Facilities 10 28 
Assessment/Planning Processes 10 18 
Faculty Affairs 3 4 
Administration and Finance 3 3 
Mission, Goals, and Objectives 0 0 
Table 2. Program Changes and Improvements Based on Student Engagement 
5.4 Limitations 
This study is the first to examine student engagement in systematic planning in the context of LIS 
education. It is limited by two primary factors: Availability and incompleteness. Certain Program 
Presentations eligible for inclusion in this study were not published online at the time of data collection. 
While AP3 (2015) “encourages every school to make its Program Presentation available publicly,” 
programs are not required to publish them. Program Presentations do not necessarily discuss all of the 
methods used to engage students in systematic planning or provide specific information on how 
frequently and consistently these methods are used. Program Presentations may include only the 
strongest examples, instead of a comprehensive inventory, of program changes to demonstrate how 
students are engaged in improving the program. Due to these limitations, student engagement methods 
may be more widely, frequently, and consistently used, and programs may be more responsive to their 
students and more likely to implement changes and improvements than our findings suggest. With these 
acknowledged limitations, our results provide an indication of the methods and outcomes of student 
engagement in LIS education programs. 
6 Discussion 
LIS programs use a mixture of formative and summative student engagement methods to gather 
quantitative and qualitative feedback and input that can be applied to program development activities. 
When used frequently and consistently, methods that gather quantitative data, including course 
evaluations and surveys, allow programs to measure longitudinal trends and patterns in student needs 
and perceptions of quality. All programs used summative required course evaluations and most programs 
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used graduating/exiting student surveys (13 cases). Formative versions of these methods, including a 
required mid-semester course evaluation (1 case) and comprehensive current student surveys (6), were 
used less frequently. Broader adoption of these formative assessment methods enables individual faculty 
and programs to more rapidly respond to student concerns, particularly procedural or administrative 
issues. One Program Presentation used prospective/new, comprehensive current, and graduating/exiting 
student surveys every semester to gather data from students at each of these three points. Other 
programs used a more piecemeal approach, using a combination of two or three of these surveys on a 
less frequent basis. The more frequent, consistent approach provides programs with formative and 
summative data to anticipate and rapidly respond to opportunities to improve student learning and refine 
program quality. 
Students are well represented in program-level and curriculum governance, with only one 
program not including students in either type of governance body. However, students are less likely to be 
represented in student affairs, resources and facilities, and faculty affairs governance. Student 
representation in these areas may be limited by institutional policies, which the Standards acknowledge. 
Even so, their representation is limited to more minor roles, such as faculty searches (3 of 6 cases) or 
governance bodies that share responsibilities for curriculum and student affairs and services (5 of 12). 
This may partially explain the limited impact students have on faculty affairs (4 cases) and administration 
and finance (3) changes and improvements. Student representation in these areas could enhance 
pedagogy and instruction, promote research collaboration between faculty and students, and ensure 
programs more transparently and equitably allocate resources. 
Students have had a greater impact on changes to curriculum, student affairs and services, and 
physical and digital resources and facilities, but some of these changes are modest in scope. Our 
analysis thus far has given equal weight to substantive and minor changes (e.g. introducing a new 
curriculum vs. renumbering courses; creating a career services center vs. posting advising information 
online; creating a student lounge vs. installing bulletin boards to display student assignments). Reporting 
relatively minor changes may be a symptom of stagnant decision-making, superficial engagement in 
systematic planning, or a lack of substantive and fruitful engagement with students. A granular analysis of 
the types of specific changes and improvements, while subjective in nature, may reveal that programs 
invite students to the table, but do not fully incorporate students’ voices, perspectives, and needs into 
substantive decision-making. By capitalizing on students’ unique positions as both emerging scholars and 
professionals, programs that incorporate student insights into their systematic planning processes can 
help bridge the widely discussed disconnect between higher education programs and professional 
practice. Working with students to enhance systematic program planning and decision-making processes 
can promote student agency over their education, reflective professional praxis, and develop leaders 
capable of shaping the future of their discipline to better meet their needs of their own constituencies.  
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